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Agnes Dodds walked out of the small Islington house which she had called home, leaving her husband and four children, and disappeared into the streets of a London devastated by the Blitz. For her eldest daughter Amy there is no time to feel sorry, it is all she can do to hold the family together. With no mother and a father who is useless, Amy sees little hope for the future until she meets Tim Gudgeon. Tim, who is secretly in love with Amy, believes that he has seen Agnes. Suddenly Amy is full of determination to find Agnes and discover why she left. But Agnes took with her a secret strong enough to drive a mother from her children and one that Amy may wish she had never heard . . .
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PROLOGUE

Hyde Park was at peace with itself. It was in one of those rare moods that didn’t last very long, for there was a war on, and it wasn’t easy to remain tranquil when the sky was raining death and destruction all the time. But tonight was different. Tonight, the giant leafless oak, elm, and chestnut trees were covered in a thin layer of frost, and the air was crisp and free. No wailing air-raid siren to crack the peace, no rumble of anti-aircraft guns to wake the cockney sparrows and their big pigeon cousins, no glare from searchlights crisscrossing the sky like some vast illuminant kaleidoscope. This was a park that radiated peace and calm. It rejoiced in it.

Down by the Serpentine lake, the usual cluster of down-andouts had retired for the night to their own individual territory, which usually meant a park bench, or a clearing in a sheltered clump of evergreen bushes. They were a motley bunch, mostly middle-aged-to-elderly men who, for one reason or other, had turned their backs on a world that they were unable to come to terms with. By day they shuffled around the park, from Piccadilly to Knightsbridge, from Marble Arch to Bayswater, protected from the biting cold by two or three layers of flea-infested woollens and jackets, which had long since been donated by the Good Samaritans of the Salvation Army. Sometimes, in the vain hope that some well-to-do person would take pity on them and give them a few coins or even some leftover wartime rations, they would cross Park Lane and venture out into the surrounding streets of classy Mayfair, or if their feet would carry them as far, they would drag themselves off to trail along the entire stretch of nearby Oxford Street, hoping that they could make enough before the special constabulary made an appearance. Their main problem was that in the event of a daytime air raid, there was no way that they could take shelter down in the tube stations with everyone else. With the thunderous sound of ack-ack fire and bombs exploding above ground, the stench of brown ale or methylated spirits was just too much for the well-washed to take.

But tonight, the park was safe. Not even the distant rumble of traffic along the blacked-out Park Lane could disturb the pitch-dark of London’s acknowledged premier back garden. Even the surface of the Serpentine’s ice-cold water was still. Now, the spidery shadows of the brigade of lost souls had disappeared into the luxury of their own nests, leaving only one figure to settle down for the night behind the old boathouse at the water’s edge. But this was no ordinary figure, not one of the flock. This was Aggie, ‘Ma’ or ‘Aggs’, as they called her, wrapped up in woollens, raincoat, headscarf, and a mangy old eiderdown. She was barely visible in the dark, but her small, beady eyes could see more than most. They could see the stars bright and clear, sparkling high in the sky above, and the sinister shapes of the tall trees casting their eerie shadows across the water beneath the glare of a crescent-shaped moon. They also saw the past, and a life before. It was a time for recalling nights just like this. It was inevitable. It was past midnight. It was Christmas morning.


CHAPTER 1

The Christmas truce didn’t last long. The year of 1941 had hardly breathed its last breath when the skies above London were once again reverberating to the roar of enemy aircraft dodging in and out of the protective shield of barrage balloons. Like so many parts of the capital, Islington had had its share of bombs during the height of the Blitz just a year or so before, but even though the air raids had become less regular, they were always taken seriously. Once ‘Moaning Minnie’ had wailed out her warning from the roof of Hornsey Road police station, people went straight down into their shelters, whether it was the poor old smelly Anderson in their back yard, the crowded tube platform, or one of the many public brick shelters scattered all around the borough.

Like all the small communities around the main Holloway Road, Enkel Street had somehow survived the worst of the Blitz – apart, of course, from the regular inconvenience of having all the windows blown in, tiles catapulted off roofs, and plaster ceilings collapse under the blast of nearby high-explosive bombs. One such occasion had been during the night when a row of shops in Seven Sisters Road had been wiped out by an aerial torpedo. It was a lucky escape for all the surrounding streets. Especially for the inhabitants of number 16 Enkel Street.

The Dodds family had lived at number 16 for nearly ten years. At the time they moved there, Amy, the eldest of the four kids, was barely eleven years old, and her sister, Thelma, was four. Arnold, who turned up a couple of years after they’d moved in, was no more than a twinkle in his dad’s eye, and as for little Elsie – well, when she arrived three years later, she was really a bit of a mistake. When Amy and Thelma were born, their mum and dad, Ernie and Agnes, were living in digs at the top of a four-storey terraced house in Axminster Road, no more than a stone’s throw away from Enkel Street. Times had been hard in those days, for, as Ernie had no real skills to fall back on, he’d spent the best part of two years on the dole. If anything, life was even harder now. Apart from having to survive bringing up a family during a war, the only real breadwinner in the house was Amy, who worked as a waitress in Lyons Tea Shop just round the corner in Holloway Road – for the paltry sum that her dad earned each week as an attendant at Hornsey Road Baths was hardly enough to pay the rent. Each morning, as she rushed around getting breakfast ready for the family, and struggled to get her brother and sisters off to school, Amy constantly prayed that her mum would one day come back home and look after them all.

‘’Onestly, Else,’ Amy grumbled, as she wiped her small sister’s running nose with a piece of paper torn out of the Evening News, ‘if yer keep losin’ yer ’ankies like this, we’ll ’ave none left.’

The greasy bit of newspaper was all that was left from what had been used to wrap up the family’s usual Friday night fish and chips. ‘Why don’t yer just tuck it up yer knickers or somefin’, then yer’d know where ter find it.’

Elsie, the five-year-old, didn’t take too kindly to that suggestion, especially as the newspaper not only ponged of cod and stale lard, but it was also very rough on her nose. ‘I don’t want no bleedin’ ’ankie,’ she raged, stamping her foot. ‘I can use me ’and!’

Amy gave the child a gentle whack on her bottom. ‘Don’t you let me ’ear you say words like that again!’ she growled. ‘Yer know wot you’d get if Mum was ’ere!’

Humiliated, Elsie pulled away. ‘Well, she ain’t ’ere!’ she snapped back, on the verge of yet another of her tantrums. ‘So why should I care?’

Amy had no answer to that. Her young sister was right. Why should she care what her mum thought, when they hadn’t even seen the woman for over a year? What with their dad stuck in the boozer most of the time, and their mum God knows where, Christmas had been a pretty bleak time for the Dodds family; even as she spoke, the remains of the badly home-made paper chains were coming unstuck across the back room ceiling. There were times when Amy felt absolute despair as she wrestled with the uphill task of standing in for her mum. Try as she may, she couldn’t help but resent the fact that if she didn’t do it, no one else would. After all, her dad was weak and useless; he didn’t have a clue how to bring up a family on his own. Time and time again, Amy tried to work out in her mind what the quarrel between her mum and dad had been all about on the night Mum had walked out on them all.

‘Go and get yer coat on, Else,’ she said now, busily clearing away the breakfast dishes from the kitchen table. ‘I don’t want you being late for school again.’

Elsie didn’t have to be told twice. Grabbing a piece of left-over bread and jam from her plate, she rushed out of the room, her feet thundering on the stairs in the passage outside, as she made her way up to the room she shared with her two sisters.

Amy took the breakfast things out to the scullery, and quickly washed up. As usual, her brother, Arnold, and her second sister, Thelma, had gone off to school without washing up their own dishes. But over the past year, Amy had got used to running the house single-handed, which she deeply resented. After all, in a few weeks’ time she would be twenty-one, only twenty-one, and here she was shouldering all the responsibilities of a ready-made family. As she glanced from the old stone sink, and saw the reflection of herself in the window overlooking the small back yard, all she could see was a face racked with anxiety. To her, there was no sign of those large dark blue eyes, round dimpled chin, and clear honey-milk skin. All she could see was someone who looked tired and drained, with not a chance in hell of one day meeting a boy who would sweep her off her feet and get her away from her daily life of drudgery. She hadn’t even found time to trim the fringe of her dark brown hair, which settled precariously across her forehead, and which always needed at least ten minutes’ attention each morning.

‘Don’t fink I’ll go in terday.’

Amy suddenly noticed the reflection of her dad standing behind her. She turned with a start.

Ernie Dodds looked terrible. Wearing only an old pair of black serge trousers held up by an army belt and thick, frayed braces, a long-sleeved woollen vest, and black socks with holes in both big toes, he ran his hands through his uncombed brown hair.

‘Don’t feel up to it,’ he yawned. ‘Reckon I’m comin’ down wiv the flu or somefin’. You’ll ’ave ter go in an’ let Farrar know for me.’

Amy sighed. She was sick to death of having to tell lies for him to his supervisor, especially when she knew only too well the state her father had come home in from the boozer the night before.

‘Why don’t yer ’ave a wash and brush-up first, Dad?’ she said, looking at the thick stubble on his face, and his shabby appearance. ‘Yer might feel better.’

Ernie ignored what she said, turned away, and went into the kitchen. ‘Wot ’appened ter my fag?’ he called, looking around for one of his dog-ends.

Amy found it for him. It was in its usual place, perched on the edge of the mantelpiece above the black metal oven grate. She was much smaller than her dad, with a round face as opposed to his, which was long and narrow. Amy had always been secretly pleased that, with her slightly dumpy figure, she was more like her mum than her dad. ‘I was wonderin’, Dad,’ she asked, rather impetuously. ‘Is there any chance yer could let me ’ave a bob or two? Else needs a new pair of socks, and Arne says his teacher’s told ’im ter get anuvver exercise book for ’is ’omework.’

Ernie lit his dog-end without looking at her. ‘Not this week, Ame,’ he replied, going to the table. ‘I’m a bit short.’

‘I’ve got ter get it from somewhere, Dad,’ Amy persisted. ‘I only got paid me wages last night, an’ most of it’s got ter go on stockin’ up the rations.’

Ernie took the cosy off the teapot, and poured some lukewarm tea into one of the cups that still had dregs left over from breakfast. ‘I told yer, Ame,’ he said, adding some of the made-up dried milk into the tea, ‘I ain’t got nuffin’ left over this week.’

‘But it’s only Friday,’ replied Amy, quietly insistent. ‘Don’t yer get paid ternight?’

Ernie gulped down his tea. He was always a mild-spoken man, and was forever determined not to get riled. ‘Yer mustn’t ask me questions like that, Ame,’ he said, almost apologetically. ‘My wages is me own business.’

As he sat down at the table, Amy went to stand over him. Although she knew better than to challenge him, she just had to say, ‘Dad, I don’t make enough ter keep the family goin’ on me own, I just can’t.’

Ernie flicked a quick glance up at her, and without a shred of guilt, replied, ‘Yer mum did.’

It was this kind of remark from her dad that had always angered Amy. Just who the hell did he think she was, she asked herself. She wasn’t her mum. She was no skivvy. Why should she be expected to shoulder all the responsibilities of a woman twice her age?

‘Mum ain’t ’ere, Dad,’ she replied as calmly as she could. ‘An’ even when she was, she didn’t ’ave ter go out ter work ter look after the kids.’

Ernie looked up at her, and gave her a reassuring smile. ‘I know, Ame,’ he said, covering her hand with his own and gently squeezing it. ‘I’m very grateful to yer.’

Amy could have hit him. It wasn’t his gratitude she wanted. She wanted his help, any help. Things couldn’t go on much longer the way they were now. If the family was going to survive, her dad was just going to have to pull himself together, and give them the support they so desperately needed. ‘When, Dad?’ she asked for the umpteenth time. ‘When can yer let me ’ave somefin’?’

Ernie stalled for a moment, and took a puff of his dog-end before replying. ‘Soon, Ame,’ he said, with yet another infuriating smile. ‘Soon.’

Once she had walked with her little sister to the gates of Pakeman Street School, Amy headed off briskly towards Hornsey Road Baths. On the way, she stopped briefly to chat with old Gert Tibbett, who lived on the ground floor of one of the terraced houses in Roden Street, and who had always been a great pal of Amy’s mum. Every time they met, Gert invariably had plenty of advice for Amy, especially where Amy’s brother and sisters were concerned. But Gert’s advice today was a bit worrying.

‘Keep an eye on your Thelma,’ said the old girl, touching the side of her nose with one finger as a sign that she knew something. ‘She’s a one fer the boys, ain’t she?’

Amy did a double take. ‘Wot d’yer mean, Mrs Tibbett?’ she asked anxiously.

The old widow’s eyes gleamed. Ever since she lost her husband ten years before, from heart disease, her only escape was gossip. ‘Always got a bunch of ’em round ’er, little devil,’ she said, pulling her hairnet tight over her curlers and moving close to Amy. ‘One or two’s all right, I suppose, but when there’s that many . . .’

‘’Ow many?’ Amy asked tentatively.

‘A bunch or so,’ replied Gert. ‘They’re always waitin’ for ’er outside the school gates durin’ the dinner break. Gord knows where they all go to.’

Amy bit her lip, and sighed.

‘I only tell yer ’cos I know wot yer dear mum would’ve said. I mean, when yer live this close to the school, yer can’t ’elp but notice these fings, can yer?’

Amy tried to smile appreciatively, but it wasn’t easy. ‘Fanks fer tellin’ me, Mrs Tibbett,’ she said. ‘I’ll ’ave a word wiv Thelm when she comes ’ome.’

The widow smiled, and went back into her house. She was well satisfied with her morning’s work.

Amy hurried off down Roden Street, turning over and over in her mind what the old busybody had told her. In one way, hearing about Thelma’s behaviour was not exactly a surprise, especially when it came from someone like Gert Tibbett. But there was no doubt that her sister was, and always had been, a problem child. God knows, their mum had ranted at Thelma enough times in the past. But Amy knew that something had to be done before things got out of hand. Although Thelma was only fourteen years old, she looked older, and with her sensual good looks, she could easily become prey to any Tom, Dick, or Harry.

A few minutes later, Amy was striding off past the school gates into Pakeman Street. It was only when she turned into Mayton Street that she realised how many front rooms still had Christmas trees in their windows, and how sad it was that, because of the blackout restrictions, it wasn’t possible to see the coloured lights on them after dark.

By the time she reached Hornsey Road, a long queue had formed outside Dorners. The reason for this was most probably because the popular butcher shop had managed to get in some beef, which, like lamb and pork, had during the past year become almost unavailable. Despite their German origins, Dorners had managed to keep faith with their Holloway customers, mainly because their service was friendly and helpful, and their hot saveloys and pease pudding were great bolsters to wartime rations.

Every time Amy crossed the main Seven Sisters Road, her mind raced back to the time during the height of the Blitz when she’d got caught in an air raid, and had seen an enemy fighter shooting down a barrage balloon. It had been a terrible but exciting experience, for the great ‘silver cigar’, as it was known, had suddenly burst into flames, sending large fragments of burning material fluttering wildly into the midday sky.

On the other side of Seven Sisters Road, Amy quickly made her way past the bombed-out shell of the police station, which had been destroyed during a fierce air raid the previous year, and finally reached the adjacent Hornsey Road Baths. It was an imposing red-brick Victorian building, which, although badly damaged during the bomb explosion on the police station next door, nestled proudly beneath an impressive clock tower. The public baths themselves were separated from the indoor swimming pool, and, because so many buildings had been destroyed during the air raids, the local Borough Council had no money to maintain the services properly, and relied totally on the staff. That was one reason Amy hated the number of times she had had to make feeble excuses for her father.

‘I’m sorry Dad can’t come in, Mr Farrar.’ The words stuck in Amy’s throat. ‘I fink it must’ve been somefin’ ’e ate. ’E’s been up all night on the lav.’

‘’As ’e now?’ replied Ernie’s superintendent, Bert Farrar, who as usual, didn’t believe a word of it. Despite the fact that he looked quite tough, Farrar was a kind-natured man. A victim of a gas bomb attack in the trenches during the previous war with Germany, he had been left with breathing difficulties. ‘Suffers quite a lot wiv ’is bowels, do ’e?’

Amy didn’t know where to look.

‘Well, don’t ferget, Amy,’ he said, ‘if ’e’s off fer longer than three days, ’e’ll ’ave ter let me ’ave a doctor’s certificate.’

‘Oh, I don’t fink that’ll be necessary, Mr Farrar,’ Amy replied quickly. ‘I’m sure ’e’ll be back termorrow.’

‘I ’ope so, Amy,’ said Farrar, who was not much taller than she. ‘I do ’ope so. It’s difficult enough keepin’ the shifts goin’ ’ere wiv the air raids an’ everyfin’. When yer dad’s not ’ere, I ’ave ter cover fer ’im.’ Then he added pointedly, ‘I’d ’ate ter lose ’im. ’E needs the wages ter keep the family goin’.’

Amy smiled anxiously, then turned to go.

As she did so, Farrar called to her, ‘Any word from yer mum yet?’

Amy turned back to face him. ‘Not yet,’ she said bravely. ‘I’m sure it won’t be long now though.’

Farrar shook his head sympathetically. ‘Poor woman,’ he said, speaking in short breaths. ‘Somefin’ must’ve turned ’er ’ead, all right. It’s you an’ yer bruvver and sisters I feel sorry for.’

Amy smiled gratefully. ‘Oh, we’re managin’, Mr Farrar,’ she said unconvincingly. ‘At least I’ve got my job at the tea shop.’

Farrar gave her a supportive smile, and went back inside through the men’s entrance.

Amy watched him go. As he opened the door, the smell of cheap soap and steam came gushing out. But as Amy turned to leave, she caught a glimpse of a middle-aged woman at the cashier’s desk at the female entrance. Amy gave her a stern look. She knew only too well who the woman was, and quickly moved off.

As Amy returned to the road outside, Bert Farrar’s words were ringing in her ears: ‘Poor woman. Somefin’ must’ve turned ’er ’ead, all right.’ He knew. Of course he knew. So did everyone else.

A few yards along the road, Amy came out of her trance. She was just passing the section house, the temporary home for the new police station, and as she came to, the first thing she saw was a police car turning into the front yard. She stopped a moment, to let it pass, then carried on. But Bert Farrar’s words suddenly returned to her, and quite impetuously, she turned back and strode briskly into the yard. It wasn’t the first time Amy had been there; during the past year she had entered the bleak building more than a dozen times. She hated everything about the place: the smell of police uniforms and floor polish, the white distempered walls, and the sound of a typewriter in constant use in a back room.

‘’Allo there, young lady,’ said the duty sergeant, as he looked up from his work at the reception desk. ‘Long time no see?’

Amy ignored his jibe. She knew only too well that they were all sick to death of seeing her, but she was a determined girl, and she was not going to let anyone rest whilst her mum was still missing. ‘Any news?’ she asked, imperiously.

The sergeant suddenly felt a bit guilty. He knew the distress Amy had been going through for the past year, and he was sorry he’d teased her. ‘Nothin’, I’m afraid,’ he replied, with a sorrowful shaking of the head. ‘But we’re on to it, don’t you worry.’

‘Yer’ve been on to it for a whole year,’ quipped Amy, getting her own back.

The sergeant smiled. He knew he deserved that.

‘I want ter speak ter Inspector ’Anley,’ she demanded. ‘I’ve got something I want ter ask ’im.’

‘’E’s up to ’is eyes in it, I’m afraid,’ replied the sergeant. ‘We’ve got a lot goin’ on at the moment.’

Amy looked at her watch. She still had half an hour before she was due at work. ‘I’ll wait,’ she said haughtily.

The sergeant sighed. ‘Wot’s the point, Miss Amy?’ he said. ‘’E won’t be able to tell you anythin’ more than me.’

Amy stood her ground. ‘Would you at least tell him I’m here, please?’ she demanded. Without waiting for his response, she turned, and sat down on a bench next to a woman and a teenage boy.

The sergeant, realising there was never any point in trying to argue with Amy, put down his pen, left the counter, and went into the back room.

At this time in the morning, the station was buzzing with activity. Special constables were hurrying in and out of the place, and there were the sounds of telephones and walkie-talkies coming from the back office. Amy, sitting erect on the bare wooden bench, kept her eyes lowered all the time, determined not to make any kind of contact with the couple sitting next to her. In any case, the woman and the teenage boy, who was most probably her son, never opened their mouths to each other; they sat in stony silence, eyes turned in different directions.

‘You can come in, young lady.’

Amy looked up to see the sergeant opening a door at the side of the counter for her. She stood quickly and entered.

‘Must be your lucky day,’ he said, as he closed the door behind her. Then he led her to another door and knocked on it.

A moment later, Amy was sitting at a desk facing Chief Inspector Rob Hanley, a handsome, middle-aged man, whose greased-back blond hair was already merging with streaks of grey. ‘Sergeant Rugby says you’ve got something to tell me,’ he said, in a slightly middle-class accent. ‘Something new, I hope?’

‘I told him I had something to ask you,’ Amy replied.

The inspector eased back into his chair. He made a mental note that he would give his overkind sergeant hell. ‘Go ahead,’ he said, collecting his half-finished cigarette from the ashtray in front of him on the desk.

Amy looked him straight in the eyes. ‘I want ter know if yer’ve found out anyfin’ about my mum yet?’

The inspector took a deep puff of his cigarette, exhaled, and returned it to the ashtray. ‘Now, Amy,’ he replied, leaning on the desk towards her, ‘if we did have any more news, you know very well you and your father would be the first to be told.’

Amy was not impressed. ‘It’s been a whole year,’ she chided. ‘She must be somewhere.’

‘Perhaps.’

Amy felt a momentary cold streak shoot down her spine. Not for the first time was she aware of how bleak and airless the tiny room was, and of the bare white walls with very little furniture.

‘Wot’s that s’pposed ter mean?’ she asked.

‘A lot of things.’ The inspector got up from his desk, picked up his cigarette, and went to stare out of the window. After a brief moment’s silence, he turned back to her. ‘Amy,’ he said, cautiously, ‘have you ever considered the possibility that your mum might not still be alive?’

Amy was outraged. ‘Never!’ she growled, springing up from her chair. ‘Wot’re you tryin’ ter tell me?’

The inspector came across to her. ‘Now just be calm, Amy,’ he said, trying to pacify her. He gently eased her back into her chair. ‘Believe me, I’m not trying to tell you anything specific. But after such a long time, it would be foolish to rule out anything from our investigations. Let’s face it, there is a war on.’

‘Wot’s that got ter do wiv it?’

The inspector perched on the edge of his desk. ‘People die, Amy,’ he said wearily. ‘They get killed. In this borough alone, an awful lot of innocent people have lost their lives. Your mum left at the height of the Blitz. Anything could have happened to her.’

Amy was prevented from getting up again by the inspector’s hand resting on her shoulder. ‘She ain’t dead, if that’s wot you’re sayin’. My mum knows how to take care of ’erself.’

‘I’m sure she does, Amy,’ said Inspector Hanley. ‘But these are things that we have to take into account. We can’t dismiss the possibility that she was caught up in an air raid. Since the air raids over London began, hundreds of people have quite literally disappeared without trace. It’s a gruesome thought, I know, but we can’t ignore it.’

‘But in one year,’ persisted Amy, ‘yer ’aven’t even ’ad one single clue as to where she might be.’

‘Not entirely true,’ replied the inspector, returning to his seat. ‘As you know, we did have a few sightings soon after your mother disappeared. But there was nothing positive about them. Mind you –’ he stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray, and looked up at her – ‘it might have been more helpful if you and your father had been more – shall we say – forthcoming.’

Amy looked blank. ‘Wot d’yer mean?’

Hanley leaned across the desk to look closely at her. ‘There must have been a reason for her walking out that night, Amy. What really happened? Did she have a row with your father?’

Amy looked away. She had had quite enough of this line of questioning, and she was fed up to the teeth with it. And yet she knew that this man had every right to ask the question, because it was true. Yes, of course her mum and dad had quarrelled on that ill-fated Christmas Eve just over a year before. Although she and her brother and sisters had been out in the Anderson shelter in the back yard at the time, she could hear her parents’ voices raised in bitter conflict. At one moment, her mum’s voice was so shrill, Amy was convinced that the woman was going to have some kind of a fit. But although she couldn’t hear precisely what the row was about, she had a good idea. And that was something she had decided never to reveal.

With her face turned away from him, all she could say was, ‘I’m sorry, Mr ’Anley. I’m afraid I don’t know wot you’re talkin’ about. I don’t know nuffin’ about no row.’

Hanley had been all through this before, so now he quickly brought his meeting with Amy to a halt. ‘Well then,’ he said briskly, ‘if you should remember anything, you know where I am. As I’ve told you before, the moment we have any clues, we’ll let you know. Good morning, Amy.’

Amy got up from her seat, and made for the door. As she opened it, she turned. ‘If anyfin ’as happened to ’er – you know – like the way you said, ’ow would yer know?’

Hanley looked up from his desk. ‘By checking the descriptions of victims killed in air raids all around London – people lying in hospital mortuaries, still waiting for someone to identify them.’

Amy shivered. The thought unnerved her. ‘’Ow long will somefing like that take?’ she asked, painfully.

Hanley paused before answering. ‘There are a lot of them, Amy,’ he said. ‘We’re doing our best.’

She nodded, and left the room.

In the reception area outside, the teenage boy was in tears, and being comforted by his mother. Amy was glad she didn’t know what it was all about, and quickly made for the outside door. On the way, she took a glance at one of the many posters pinned on the police notice board. She had seen it plenty of times before, of course. In fact, she had seen it every time she had called at the station over the past year. Even so, it still sent a chill down her spine, for below the large print legend ‘MISSING’ was an old snapshot of her mum.
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